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The End of an Era
Pre-Reform Damascus in the 1820s
James REILLY
During the 1990s and 2000s, Old Damascus as a place and as a representation was a 
focus of substantial public attention. Within Syrian society it became a project of cultural 
nostalgia combined with economic liberalization to make the Old City a symbol of deeply 
rooted urban virtues and identity, or of tourism-oriented entrepreneurial ambitions, 
or both.1 As is typical of nostalgic or instrumentalist representations of the past, the 
employment of historical Damascus in a symbolic or iconic way occluded its actual history. 
What people today think of as Old Damascus is a product of long historical accretions, but 
it especially refers to the dimensions of the city as shaped during the 400 years of Ottoman 
rule. Far from any manufactured or idealized images of timelessness, Damascus in the 
Ottoman period underwent a series of changes with respect to its regional position and its 
urban fabric.2 This article’s main purpose is to portray aspects of Damascene society on the 
eve of the 19th-century Ottoman reform era. It will demonstrate that Ottoman reform was 
aḎġuḎeveḎġaḎdġḍuḌtifacetedġafair,ġuḎfoḌdiḎgġasġitġdidġwithiḎġaġcoḍpḌexġurbaḎġaḎdġregioḎaḌġ
setting, and that the reform era bequeathed to posterity what later generations thought of 
as “traditional” Damascus.
Damascus in the 1820s was on the cusp of dramatic political changes. During the 
preceding century, it had become the center of regional political and commercial 
Ḏetworks,ġ associatedġ ḍostġ draḍaticaḌḌyġ withġ theġ asceḎtġ ofġ theġ ʿAẓḍġ faḍiḌyġ ofġ OttoḍaḎġ
governors, and highlighted by Damascus’s responsibility for provisioning and protecting 
the annual pilgrimage and trade caravan to Mecca. Political and economic competition 
fueled factional competition within the city, while governors of Damascus jousted with 
regioḎaḌġrivaḌsġtoġexteḎdġtheġreachġofġtheirġcity’sġpoḌiticaḌġcḌieḎteḌe,ġtradeġroutes,ġaḎdġcḌaiḍsġ
1. Salamandra 2004, p. 71–93.
2. raymond 1985, p. 43–66.
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oḎġreveḎue.ġIḎġ1725,ġwheḎġtheġirstġʿAẓḍġgoverḎorġwasġappoiḎtedġtoġDaḍascusġfroḍġtheġ
faḍiḌy’sġorigiḎaḌġbaseġḎearġ aḍā,ġtheġḎortherḎġgraiḎġproduciḎgġdistrictsġofġ oḍ ġaḎdġ aḍāġ
were stripped from the coastal province of Tripoli and assigned permanently to Damascus. 
Later, as Mediterranean trade grew more lucrative and coastal revenues increased, a port-
cityġgoverḎorshipġbasedġatġAcreġaḎdġideḎtiiedġwithġtheġMaḍḌūkġsoḌdierġA ḍadġaḌ- azzārġ
chaḌḌeḎgedġDaḍascus’sġasceḎdaḎcy.ġAḌ- azzārġreachedġtheġpeakġofġhisġpowerġatġtheġtiḍeġofġ





the early 19th century.3
These familiar regional political and economic contours were shortly to change. After 
1831 Damascus and its residents would be subject to new forms of administration derived 
froḍġaġceḎtraḌiziḎgġbureaucraticġ state,ġ aḎdġwouḌdġbeġexposedġ toġḎoveḌġecoḎoḍicġ forcesġ
associated with free trade and the early industrial revolution. These new elements would 
not unfold on a tabula rasa,ġhowever,ġbutġwithiḎġaḎġaḌreadyġexistiḎg,ġcoḍpḌexġaḎdġweḌḌ-
established social and economic milieu. 
Theġdecadeġofġ theġ1820sġḍarkedġ theġiḎaḌġyearsġofġDaḍasceḎes’ġexperieḎcesġwithiḎġ
aḎġ oḌderġ iḍperiaḌġ (OttoḍaḎ)ġ systeḍ.ġ HeḎceġ thisġ articḌeġ portraysġ aḎdġ highḌightsġ aspectsġ
of Damascene society in the 1820s, including the city’s production and trade, and its 
sociaḌġstructuresġasġrelectedġiḎġreḌatioḎshipsġaḍoḎgġstatus,ġcḌass,ġfaḍiḌyġaḎdġproperty.ġIḎġ
the Ottoman Asian lands of the 1820s, Christian Europe and European interests had not 
yet taken on the visibly looming and transformative presence that they were shortly to 
assuḍe.ġNeitherġhadġḍoderḎġbureaucratizedġforḍsġofġOttoḍaḎġstatehoodġexteḎdedġiḎtoġ
the provincial hinterland whose center was at Damascus.
The principal material for this study comes from a selection of cases in Damascus’s 
sharia court registers dated 1243–1244 hiǧrī, corresponding mostly to 1828 CE. The sharia 





and its functionaries. Nevertheless, a wide cross-section of the population used the courts, 
either because they had to or because they wished to obtain written documents attesting to 
or clarifying issues related to property, entitlements or obligations. Thus the court records 
oferġcḌuesġaḎdġiḎsightsġiḎtoġtheġquotidiaḎġworkiḎgsġofġsocietyġaḎdġecoḎoḍyġofġDaḍascusġ




illuminates aspects of urban history that would otherwise be lost in history’s shadows.
Damascus’s society was unabashedly hierarchical, commensurate with the situation 
of other major Ottoman urban centers. Families of military status formed the politically 
doḍiḎaḎtġsociaḌġ stratuḍ.ġAtġ theġhighestġraḎksġ (pasha, bey),ġḍeḎġofġḍiḌitaryġstatusġiḌḌedġ
the city’s and province’s top administrative posts. More numerous than the pashas and 
beys were the agha-s, a military rank and title that encompassed garrison commanders, 
ḍerceḎaries,ġpubḌicġsecurityġoicers,ġ theġ iḍperiaḌġ JaḎissaryġgarrisoḎġ(kapıkul), and local 
ḍiḌitiaġiguresġ (yerliyya).4 People of military status were ubiquitous in the economic life 
ofġ1820sġDaḍascus.ġIḎġoḎeġspeciicġsphereġofġactivityġ— ownership or possession of distant 
agricultural properties — they had few local peers. As people associated with the military 
—ġ thatġ is,ġ ḍeḎġ traiḎedġ aḎdġ authorizedġ toġ carryġ arḍsġ aḎdġ accustoḍedġ toġ exteḎdiḎgġ theġ
writ of provincial authority to outlying areas — individuals and families of military status 
were well positioned to enforce their ownership claims in distant regions. Typically such 
propertiesġwereġ fouḎdġ iḎġpredoḍiḎaḎtḌyġgraiḎ-growiḎgġ ḌaḎdsġofġ theġMar ġ (toġ theġeast),ġ
awrāḎġ(toġtheġsouth),ġaḎdġtheġBiqāʿġ(toġtheġwest).5 
Thus in 1828 the commanding agha of Damascus’s citadel and his brother — also an 
agha, and with a Turkish-sounding surname —ġpurchasedġaġḌargeġMar ġfarḍġiḎcḌudiḎgġitsġ
buildings, its livestock and its warehoused crops from the estate of an indebted merchant 
origiḎaḌḌyġfroḍġtheġcityġofġDiyarbakırġiḎġAḎatoḌia.6 This kind of property, with its varieties of 
lands, tools, buildings, crops and animals, was known locally as a ḥānūt. Similarly, another 
Mar ġḥānūt had been owned by an agha with family origins in Daghistan in the Caucasus 
Mountains. When he died his heirs sold it to another, apparently unrelated agha.7 Three 
agha-sġwereġaḍoḎgġthoseġwhoġḌeasedġaḎġeḎtireġMar ġviḌḌageġfroḍġtheġLāḌāġMu ṭafāġPashaġ
eḎdowḍeḎtġ(waqf), which had been established by a 16th-century Ottoman governor and 
minister.8ġ(LaterġiḎġtheġ19th century, in more bureaucratized times, this endowment would 
undergird a major Damascene business and commercial fortune as will be noted below.) 
ReḍaiḎiḎgġ iḎġDaḍascus’sġhiḎterḌaḎdġaḎdġḍoviḎgġ southward,ġoḎeġeḎcouḎtersġ ʿĀ’i a,ġ
the daughter of an aghaġfroḍġAḎatoḌia,ġwhoġcoḎtractedġaġḌoḎg-terḍġḌeaseġ(43ġyears!)ġiḎġherġ
owḎġḎaḍeġforġaġ awrāḎġviḌḌage.ġThatġviḌḌageġwasġpartġofġ theġ araḍayḎġwaqfġ (dedicatedġ
to support Mecca and Medina), whose Damascene custodian was also an agha.9 Westward 
4. BarBirġ1984,ġp.ġ89f.





9.ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ311,ġp.ġ334–335,ġdoc.ġ362,ġḎ.d.ġ1243/1827–1828.ġAsġwasġtypicaḌġofġḍaḎyġwaqf transactions, the 
ḌeaseġperḍittedġʿĀ’i aġtoġacquireġaġtypeġofġequityġiḎġtheġḌeasedġpropertyġ(caḌḌedġmur ad) in return for improvements 
she might make there.
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from Damascus, a woman who had inherited parts of two ḥānūt-s from her agha father in 
theġBiqāʿġregioḎġsoḌdġtheḍġtoġaġbeyġiḎġtheġcity.10 Military elites also were moneylenders to 
villagers in these more distant regions, as demonstrated by the agha who advanced a large 
suḍġtoġaġgroupġofġMar ġviḌḌagers.11ġIḎcideḎtaḌḌy,ġiḎġtheġḌatterġcasesġ(theġBiqāʿġḥānūt-s and 
theġMar ġḍoḎeyḌeḎder),ġtheġagha-s and bey in question bore Arabic monikers or surnames, 
deḍoḎstratiḎgġthatġtheġḍiḌitaryġcasteġiḎġDaḍascusġwasġOttoḍaḎġ(iḎġaġpoḌiticaḌġseḎse)ġbutġ
ḎotġḎecessariḌyġforeigḎġ(iḎġaġḌiḎguisticġorġethḎicġseḎse).ġThisġdocuḍeḎtaryġsḎapshotġofġ1828ġ
underscores the pre-eminent role of Damascus-based military elites in asserting possession 
or ownership claims of relatively distant agricultural properties. 
In addition to their interest in Damascus’s dry-farming hinterlands, military elites 
also patronized merchants who plied the major trade routes. These included routes to 
theġMediterraḎeaḎġcoast,ġtoġtheġ i āzġ(viaġtheġaḎḎuaḌġpiḌgriḍageġcaravaḎ),ġtoġPaḌestiḎe,ġ
to Baghdad, to Aleppo, and beyond Aleppo to Istanbul itself.12 Merchant caravans needed 
securityġaḎdġarḍedġprotectioḎ,ġaḎdġDaḍascus’sġḍiḌitaryġeḌitesġbeḎeitedġfroḍġtheġreveḎuesġ
that this trade generated. Two documents from 1828 highlight the military-merchant 
reḌatioḎship.ġTheyġshowġthatġaġforḍerġgoverḎorġofġDaḍascusġstiḌḌġresidiḎgġiḎġtheġcity,ġ āḌi ġ
Bā ā,ġ sigḎedġaġ Ḍeaseġ forġaḎdġobtaiḎedġequityġrecogḎitioḎġ iḎġaġcaravaḎseraiġ (ḫān) located 
iḎġ QuḎayṭra,ġ iḎġ theġ westerḎġ awrāḎġ oḎġ theġ roadġ toġ PaḌestiḎe.ġ ForḍaḌġ owḎershipġ ofġ theġ
caravaḎseraiġwasġvestedġiḎġtheġaforeḍeḎtioḎedġLāLāġMu ṭafāġPashaġwaqf.13
The overall economic health of Damascus was tied to its more distant rural hinterland, 
and military elites’ domination of grain-producing regions gave them opportunities for 
enrichment and market speculation.14 Ownership or possession of grain storehouses 
(siḎg.ġbāyka) in and around Damascus demonstrates a degree of common interests in the 
grain trade shared among military elites, urban notables associated with the ulama and 
a rāfġ(i.e.,ġforḍaḌḌyġrecogḎizedġdesceḎdaḎtsġofġtheġProphet),ġaḎdġpropertiedġcoḍḍoḎers.ġ
Grain wholesaling represented one avenue by which the Ottoman-linked elites and locally 
rooted urban notables established ties to the propertied middle stratum of Damascus’s 
society.15 Similar linkages also characterized milling, a pre-mechanical industry closely 
10.ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ83,ġdocs.ġ240–241,ġ18ġ uḍādāġIġ1244/26ġNov.ġ1828.ġ
11.ġLCRġDaḍascus,ġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ101,ġdoc.ġ287,ġ20ġ awwāḌġ1244/25ġApriḌġ1829.









aligned with trade in grain. Members of military elite, urban notable and propertied 
commoner families possessed mills.16
Waqf endowments, as institutions, lay at the heart of much of Damascus’s commercial 
aḎdġḍaḎufacturiḎgġḌife.ġTheġcity’sġshariaġcourtsġ(siḎg.ġmaḥkama arʿiyya) oversaw waqf-s, 
and their judges and deputy judges appointed or authorized the endowments’ custodians. 
High-raḎkiḎgġDaḍasceḎeġuḌaḍaġraḎġtheġshariaġcourtsġthatġoversawġtheġpiousġfouḎdatioḎs.ġ
ThusġtheseġḎotabḌesġ—iḎdividuaḌsġaḎdġfaḍiḌiesġwhoseġstatusġwasġofteḎġhereditaryġ—ġwereġ
embedded into economic and institutional relationships that bound them to elite and to 
propertied business interests.
MostġpropertyġaḎdġcoḍḍerciaḌġreḌatioḎshipsġiḎġOttoḍaḎġDaḍascusġwereġsubjectġ(iḎġ
principle at least) to the jurisdiction of and principles represented by the sharia courts. 
These relationships included ownership, use and possession of houses, shops, manufactories 
and other commercial buildings, as well as market-garden lands in the surrounding green 
beḌt,ġtheġ ūṭa.ġTheġdispositioḎġaḎdġdivisioḎġofġiḎheritaḎces,ġsupervisioḎġofġtheġpropertiesġ
and welfare of orphaned children, and the provision of credit or loans were all potentially 
subjectġ toġcourtġ reguḌatioḎ.ġGiveḎġ theġprevaḌeḎceġ (ifġḎotġpriḍacy)ġofġoraḌġcoḎtractsġaḎdġ
theġpḌethoraġofġDaḍascus’sġsociaḌḌyġḍediatiḎgġstructuresġ(faḍiḌy,ġquarter,ġguiḌd,ġreḌigiousġ
community), a great number of social and economic transactions took place without 
leaving a written sharia court record behind. But when disputes occurred or when people 
wishedġ toġ cḌarify,ġ coḎirḍġ orġ docuḍeḎtġ theirġ agreeḍeḎtsġ aḎdġ traḎsactioḎs,ġ theġ shariaġ
court was their institutional recourse. Legitimate or legally enforceable oral agreements 
would need to conform with the same principles as those recognized in the sharia courts. 
These principles, which had developed over a long period of time, represented a blend of 
reḌigiousġ(orġIsḌaḍic,ġiḎġtheġḎarrowġseḎseġofġtheġword)ġḎorḍs,ġcustoḍaryġḌaw,ġaḎdġsociaḌġ
convention. Jews and Christians, no less than the Muslim majority, related their issues to 
theġshariaġcourtġwithġrespectġtoġpropertyġissuesġ(appareḎtḌyġexcḌudiḎgġiḎheritaḎces).17 The 
whole bundle of arʿī conventions and norms was a conservative yet supple force, whose 
Ḍogicġwasġtoġpreserveġ(or,ġifġḎecessary,ġtoġrestore)ġsociaḌġorder,ġaḎdġtoġprotectġestabḌishedġ
social hierarchies while at the same time meeting ideological requirements related to the 
administration of justice.18
Small property holders, no less than the larger merchants, the military elites and 
the religious notables, were bound up in these institutional and legal relationships. 
Even though outlying, predominantly grain-growing agricultural lands were the domain 
16.ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ36–37,ġdoc.ġ107,ġ28ġ afarġ1244/9ġSept.ġ1828;ġp.ġ53,ġdoc.ġ161,ġ10ġ ūġaḌ- i aġ1243/23ġJuḎeġ
1828;ġp.ġ182–183,ġdoc.ġ472,ġ26ġ afarġ1244/7ġSept.ġ1828.ġTypicaḌḌyġtheġḍiḌḌsġwereġuḌtiḍateḌyġorġḎoḍiḎaḌḌyġtheġpropertyġ
of waqf-s.ġBecauseġḍiḌḌsġwereġexpeḎsiveġtoġruḎġaḎdġtheyġrequiredġoḎgoiḎgġḍaiḎteḎaḎceġaḎdġiḎput,ġtheirġoperatorsġ




18.  See douweS 2008 and TucKer 1998, passim.
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ofġ ḍiḌitaryġ eḌitesġ aḎdġ theirġ partḎersġ orġ cḌieḎts,ġ theġ exteḎsiveġ gardeḎġ ḌaḎdsġ iḍḍediateḌyġ
surrouḎdiḎgġDaḍascusġwereġiḎtegraḌġfeaturesġofġquotidiaḎġcoḍḍerciaḌġaḎdġecoḎoḍicġḌife:ġ
commoners, elites and notables bought, sold, leased, registered, quarreled over, and relied 
upoḎġtheġprofusioḎġofġgardeḎsġaḎdġorchardsġwithiḎġDaḍascus,ġ theġ ūṭa,ġaḎdġtheġ ūṭa’sġ
irrigatedġaḎdġiḎteḎsiveḌyġfarḍedġexteḎsioḎs.ġAḎdġwhiḌstġḌoḎg-distaḎceġtradeġwasġaḎġactivityġ
ideḎtiiedġwithġspeciaḌizedġḍerchaḎtsġwhoġestabḌishedġcoḎḎectioḎsġaḎdġpartḎershipsġwithġ
military elites, retail commerce in foods and wares were commonplace among the general 
population. These farming and retail properties were embedded in the urban fabric, among 
owners large and small, often institutionally tied to the waqf endowment system.
Theġ courtġ recordsġ oferġ Ḏuḍerousġ exaḍpḌesġ ofġ theseġ everydayġ propertiesġ aḎdġ
transactions, providing glimpses into people’s subsistence strategies, and the family ties 
or social structures that sustained them. Weaving was the largest handicraft industry 
in Damascus, and individual ownership of weaving implements and facilities was a key 
element of family subsistence represented in the judicial records of the day.19 At other times, 
records of weaving tools and workplaces speak to the Damascus handicraft industry’s inter-
regional connections, including in one instance Egypt.20 Weaving workshops were coveted 
investments21 that provided opportunities for rent collection. Leases were contracted 
between guild members and custodians of waqf-s that owned weaving shops.22 Cases like 
these demonstrate the varieties of people whose welfare was tied to weaving workshops. 
Moreover, the Cairo inheritance illustrates family and regional ties that linked people and 
properties in Damascus to those in other Ottoman cities. An instance where a merchant 
son’s obtained the military title agha is one illustration of a commercial family moving into 
military rank and corresponding local elite status, a move that promised to strengthen 
those merchants’ access to elite circles.23 Bankruptcies also provided opportunities for 
purchasersġwheḎġaḎġoicerġofġtheġshariaġcourtġsoḌdġdeceasedġbaḎkrupts’ġassetsġiḎġorderġtoġ
generate some money for the estate’s creditors.24
Consolidation and transfer of properties through inheritance and sale were 
constantly underway in Damascus. Most urban commercial properties were designated 
asġuḎdifereḎtiatedġshopsġ(siḎg.ġdukkān), and along with residential properties formed the 
greater proportion of property transactions in Damascus’s built-up urban areas. Looking 
atġ casesġ iḎġ 1828ġ forġ coḍḍerciaḌġ propertiesġ earḍarkedġ forġ speciicġ uses,ġ oḎeġ iḎdsġ (iḎġ





22.ġE.g.,ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ18,ġdoc.ġ56,ġ16ġ ūġaḌ- i aġ1243/29ġJuḎeġ1828.
23.ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ112–113,ġdoc.ġ311,ġ26ġ uḍādāġIIġ1244/3ġJaḎuaryġ1829.
24.ġE.g.,ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ18,ġdoc.ġ57,ġ15ġ ūġaḌ- i aġ1243/28ġJuḎeġ1828.
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shops, tanneries, a goldsmith’s shop, and a shop for preparing sheep’s heads and feet 
(riwāsa).25 
TheġtraḎsactiḎgġ(orġquarreḌiḎg)ġpartiesġassociatedġwithġtheseġcoḍḍerciaḌġpropertiesġ
were not all personally active in these trades or manufactures. At times parties saw 
theseġpropertiesġasġiḎcoḍeġopportuḎitiesġ—ġiḎdeed,ġgettiḎgġhoḌdġofġreḎtġiḎcoḍeġwasġtheġ
motivation behind a lawsuit regarding the sheep-shop.26 The minor children’s guardian 
who bought a butcher’s shop with the minors’ money saw the shop as a source of income 
for his wards.27 The woman who bought the alāǧa weaving workshop, and the widow who 
bought what had once been her father’s apothecary shop, may or may not have worked 
iḎġtheseġrespectiveġtrades.ġAsġrespectabḌeġpropertiedġwoḍeḎġ(respectabḌeġasġiḎdicatedġbyġ
theġsaḌutatioḎsġaḎdġhoḎoriicsġattachedġ toġ theirġḎaḍes),ġ theyġwouḌdġ ḌikeḌyġhaveġworkedġ
behind the scenes, through male agents or tenants, or through hired female peddlers.28 
The widowed aghaġwhoġcoḎsoḌidatedġhisġowḎershipġofġcofeehouses,ġaġ ḌeguḍesġroastiḎgġ
shop, other shops in the turners’ market, and agricultural properties is unlikely to have 
personally seen to all of these activities.29 On the other hand, records identify the Muslim 
who bought the dye-shop from its Jewish owner as a dyer.30 The tannery owner may have 
been active in the industry, though the records did not identify or name him as a tanner 
(dabbāġ).31
AġseḌectiveġexaḍiḎatioḎġofġresideḎtiaḌġtraḎsactioḎsġiḎġ1828ġreiḎforcesġaḎdġaḍpḌiiesġtheġ
aboveġobservatioḎs.ġAġḍaḌeġspiḎḎerġ(fattāl) bought his late sister’s share of their late father’s 
house, adjoining the oil-sellers’ ḫān and an alāǧaġweaviḎgġshopġiḎġaḌ-ʿUqaybaġquarter.ġHeġ
iḎġturḎġsoḌdġ itġ toġaḎotherġwoḍaḎ,ġappareḎtḌyġuḎreḌated,ġaḎdġ(Ḍikeġhiḍ)ġaġcoḍḍoḎer.ġSoġ
here was a routine consolidation of a family residence and its subsequent monetization.32 
EḌsewhere,ġḎearġtheġBādirā’iyyaġḍadrasaġiḎġtheġeḎviroḎsġofġtheġUḍayyadġMosque,ġaġḍaḌeġ
commoner consolidated his possession of a family house by buying his mother’s share of 
it. She in turn had consolidated ownership of an adjoining house by buying shares owned 
25.ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ17,ġdoc.ġ55,ġ28ġ ūġaḌ- i aġ1243/11ġJuḌyġ1828;ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ21,ġdoc.ġ66,ġ



















houseġ Ḍocatedġ iḎġ extraḍuraḌġ aḌ-ʿAḍāra.35 Transfers could skip generations as well, such 
asġ wheḎġ aġ feḍaḌeġ coḍḍoḎerġ soḌdġ aġ substaḎtiaḌġ houseġ iḎġ extraḍuraḌġ Sūqġ ārū āġ toġ herġ
orphaned minor granddaughter. In this instance, the grandmother and seller, named 
adī aġbt.ġ āhirġaḌ- iḍ ī,ġwasġtheġorphaḎedġgirḌ’sġḌegaḌġguardiaḎ.ġAḎdġsoġwhiḌeġtheġhouseġ
would go into the granddaughter’s name, management of the property remained with the 
previousġowḎer,ġviz.,ġtheġyouḎgġgirḌ’sġguardiaḎġaḎdġḍaterḎaḌġgraḎdḍother,ġ adī a.36 
Of course, property was not always kept within families, as demonstrated by instances 
suchġasġwheḎġaġḍaḎġaḎdġhisġḍotherġ(coḍḍoḎers)ġsoḌdġsharesġofġtheirġiḎheritedġhouseġiḎġaḎġ
extraḍuraḌġquarterġtoġaḎġuḎreḌatedġwoḍaḎ,ġaḌsoġaġcoḍḍoḎer.37 An interesting intersection 
of family, regional and ethnic ties in a house transfer is demonstrated in a case from 
extraḍuraḌġSūqġ ārū ā.ġHere,ġaġbrotherġaḎdġaġsisterġwhoġhadġiḎheritedġsharesġofġaġhouseġ
from a deceased brother sold these shares to two brothers from another family. A striking 
characteristicġofġtheġbuyersġaḎdġseḌḌersġisġthatġaḌḌġhadġfaḍiḌyġrootsġiḎġAḎatoḌia:ġMarʿa ġaḎdġ
Harput,ġ respectiveḌy.38ġ (Sūqġ ārū ā’sġ popuḌatioḎġ iḎcḌudedġ aġ highġ proportioḎġ ofġ peopḌeġ
linked to the military elite.)39 Occasionally, houses were purchased from bankrupted estates 
iḎġ theġsaḍeġḍaḎḎerġasġcoḍḍerciaḌġpropertiesġsuchġasġ theġcḌothiḎgġshopġ iḎġaḌ- āḌi iyyaġ
ḍeḎtioḎedġ earḌier.ġ Thusġ oḎeġ iḎdsġ aġ ḎobḌewoḍaḎġ ( arīfa), whose family origins were in 
Istanbul, buying a high-end house located near the citadel from the estate of a bankrupted 
ḍerchaḎtġofġDiyarbakır.ġAsġhappeḎedġwithġtheġ āḌi iyyaġcḌothiḎgġshop,ġaḎġoiciaḌġofġtheġ
sharia court acted as the seller or vendor of the bankrupted estate.40
The waqf system had an impact on housing in Damascus. For instance, two sisters 
petitioned for recognition of their mur ad equity in a modest house in Qaymariyya 
quarter, whose ownership was vested in someone else’s family waqf. The sisters had spent 
coḎsiderabḌeġsuḍsġtoġrepairġtheġhouse,ġwhichġ(byġtheġsouḎdġofġit)ġhadġbeeḎġḎearḌyġdereḌict.ġ









39. Schilcher 1985, p. 111.
40.ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġdoc.ġ85,ġ23ġ afarġ1244/4ġSepteḍberġ1828.
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food and drink, and had paid for materials including stone, wood, ironware and nails.41 The 
waqf would have to pay them their accumulated mur ad debt if the endowment’s supervisor 
wished to transfer or let out the house to someone else. This type of itemization for mur ad 
expeḎsesġ(iḎcḌudiḎgġbuiḌdiḎgġsuppḌies,ġartisaḎs’ġaḎdġworkers’ġwages,ġaḎdġtheirġprovisioḎs)ġ
was well known if not routine.42 An instance of mur ad repayment is recorded for another 
houseġproperty,ġowḎedġbyġaġpiousġeḎdowḍeḎtġthatġsupportedġaġSuiġḌodgeġorġzāwiyaġ(caḌḌedġ
aḌ-A awāḎ,ġideḎtiiedġasġbeiḎgġwithiḎġtheġUḍayyadġMosque).ġTheġcustodiaḎġwishedġtoġuseġ
theġhouseġtoġsupportġofġtheġǦpoorġ(fuqarā’) of the zāwiya,” including letting it out to the 
desigḎatedġpoorġiḎġtiḍesġofġeḍergeḎcyġ(ʿind al-iḍ irār). First, however, the custodian had 
to repay a mur ad sum owed to the owner of an adjoining house who had been renting the 
waqf property.43 In other instances, a lessee would receive the mur ad owed in conjunction 
with renewal of the lease.44
TheġexaḍpḌesġcitedġaḌsoġreveaḌġsoḍeġstrategiesġforġcoḎsoḌidatiḎgġpropertyġorġkeepiḎgġitġ
within the family. Within Damascus and its near hinterland, normative arʿī prescriptions 
regarding property inheritance were generally honored. This is a testament to the deeply 
rootedġiḎlueḎceġofġMusḌiḍġjuristsġiḎġtheġsociaḌġaḎdġecoḎoḍicġḌifeġofġtheġcity.ġAccordiḎgḌy,ġ
inheritance properties were distributed according to arʿī requireḍeḎtsġ (ʿalā al-farīḍa al-
arʿiyya) whether or not the sharia court subjected them to formal enumeration. The 
normative prestige of al-farīḍa al- arʿiyya was such that it was invoked as a model even 
in voluntary, non-inheritance distributions of jointly owned family property, as seen for 
exaḍpḌeġwithġ respectġ toġaġ shopġaḎdġgardeḎsġ iḎġ āḌi iyyaġheḌdġbyġ theġ faḍiḌyġofġoḎe the 
ayḫġʿAbdġaḌ- aḎīġÇeḌebiġaḌ-Saqṭī.45 This distribution meant that family members including 
women obtained shares of inherited properties, shares that typically would subsequently 
beġ recoḎsoḌidatedġ byġ oḎeġ orġ aḎotherġ faḍiḌyġ ḍeḍberġ (orġ soḌdġ toġ aġ thirdġ party),ġ whoġ
would buy out the heirs’ shares. This process of property circulation saw the transfer of 
propertiesġfroḍġyouḎgerġgeḎeratioḎsġtoġoḌd;ġfroḍġaġḎuḍberġofġheirsġtoġoḎeġwhoġ(byġchoiceġ
or agreement) acted as the re-consolidator; from heirs to an outside party; from women to 




and mobility is in evidence. The merchant’s son who became an aghaġ isġ oḎeġ exaḍpḌe.ġ




43.ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ4,ġdoc.ġ12,ġ16ġ ūġaḌ- i aġ1243/29ġJuḎeġ1828.
44.ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ9,ġdoc.ġ26,ġ25ġ ūġaḌ-Qaʿdaġ1243/8ġJuḎeġ1828.
45.ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ312,ġp.ġ109–110,ġdoc.ġ305,ġ2ġ ūġaḌ- i aġ1243/15ġJuḎeġ1828.
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coḍḍoḎer,ġ oferġ evideḎceġ ofġ aġ degreeġ ofġ traḎsactioḎaḌġ reḌatioḎshipsġ aḍoḎgġ difereḎtġ
groups in society. Family, kin and the operations of locally interpreted Islamic law were keys 
to material security, and enmeshed propertied commoners, urban notables, and military 
elites within hierarchical and all-encompassing networks of interdependent connections.
Ownership and transaction patterns similar to these were found in the food-producing 
ḍarket-gardeḎġ propertiesġ iḎġ Daḍascusġ aḎdġ itsġ surrouḎdiḎgġ ūṭa.ġ Theġ sheerġ voḌuḍeġ
of market-garden property transactions is a striking feature of the 1828-era records. 
Damascus as an economic unit encompassed both the city and its surrounding garden 
lands, whose populations and properties were integrated into the city’s legal, economic, 
and social networks. Propertied commoners, military elites and the notables of ulama and 
a rāfġaḌḌġsought,ġbought,ġḌeasedġaḎdġsoḌdġḍarket-gardeḎġpropertiesġiḎġDaḍascus’sġexteḎsiveġ
surrounding belt of irrigated agriculture. Both notables and military elites cut a wide 
swath.ġTheġsiḎgḌeġḍostġexpeḎsiveġagricuḌturaḌġpurchaseġrecordedġiḎġ1828ġwasġḍadeġbyġtheġ
ʿālimġA ḍadġb.ġSuḌayḍāḎġaḌ- usayḎīġaḌ-MāḌikī,ġ forġpropertiesġboughtġ iḎġSayyidaġZayḎabġ
from a bey and the bey’s family.46ġTheġeḎergeticġA ḍadġb.ġSuḌayḍāḎġḍadeġaġfurtherġḌargeġ
ḍarket-gardeḎġpurchaseġ(orchardsġaḎdġgardeḎsġiḎġ āḌi iyya)ġiḎġ1828ġfroḍġtheġheirsġofġtheġ
ayḫġ āḌidġaḌ-Naq baḎdī.47 Notables’ prominence in this domain was not merely a product 
of their wealth or social standing, but additionally was buttressed by the ubiquity of the 
waqf system in Damascus’ agricultural hinterland.48 Not only did people with ulama status 
and training typically administer charitable waqf-s,ġbutġtheġuḌaḍa-stafedġcourtsġoversawġ
waqf administration and adjudicated legal disputes regarding the status of waqf properties.49





gardens and commercial properties, and their administration of charitable waqf-s. Third, 
theġ sourceġ ḍateriaḌġ eḍphasizesġ theġ sigḎiicaḎceġ ofġ arʿī principles represented by the 
court,ġadḍiḎisteredġbyġjudgesġaḎdġdeputyġjudgesġ(theḍseḌvesġḌocaḌġuḌaḍa),ġasġḎorḍativeġ
guidelines for many kinds of contracts and transactions. Fourth, these sources indicate the 
cardinal importance of kin and family for identifying one’s social position, for ensuring 
subsistence, and as a mechanism for the management and circulation of wealth. Fifth, 














that was soon to change. Recalling Damascus of the 1820s aids historians’ task of tracing 
and understanding the ways in which Damascus and Damascenes responded to, resisted, 
or participated in new political and economic structures represented by the modern state 
and industrial capitalism from the 1830s onward. Developments in subsequent decades 
iḎcḌuded:
- The consolidation of a new landholding and bureaucratic class centered around old 




Christian and Jewish identities between the poles of “Ottoman” and “foreign”; 
- Resilience of Damascus’s agricultural and handicraft manufacturing base, including 
efortsġ atġ reorgaḎizatioḎġ wheḎġ coḎfroḎtedġ withġ chaḌḌeḎgesġ aḎdġ opportuḎitiesġ
arising from 19th-century developments; 
- The spread of tastes, fashions and ideas that were understood to be “modern,” with 
aḎġaccoḍpaḎyiḎgġreiicatioḎġofġtheġideaġofġǦtraditioḎaḌ.ǧ50
Court records from later decades in the 19th century signal lived and formal continuity 
with the pre-reform period. New generations carried on the same kinds of quotidian 
encounters and transactions as had their pre-reform forebears, and the court documents 
recorded these encounters and transactions in much the same manner as earlier. Yet 
wheḎġ readġ carefuḌḌyġ iḎġ Ḍightġ ofġ theġ widerġ chaḎgesġ experieḎcedġ iḎġ Daḍascus,ġ theġ courtġ
docuḍeḎtsġaḌsoġoferġevideḎceġofġchaḎgiḎgġtiḍes.ġTheyġcoḍḍuḎicateġtheġḍoreġassertiveġ
visibility of the bureaucratic state. The modernized Ottoman military now intervened 
formally and institutionally in property purchases.51ġOrphaḎs’ġafairsġhadġcoḍeġuḎderġtheġ
authorityġofġoḎeġpersoḎ,ġaġjudge,ġwhoġheadedġaġḎewġbody,ġtheġǦOrphaḎs’ġFuḎdǧġ( undūq 
50.ġCoḎteḍporaryġ authorsġattestġ toġ thisġ deveḌopḍeḎt.ġQasāṭiḌīġ (1879)ġ refereḎcesġḎewġ fashioḎsġ iḎġcḌothiḎgġaḎdġ
doḍesticġ architecutre.ġ AḌ-Qayātīġ (1882)ġ discussesġ Ḏewġ resideḎtiaḌġ houses,ġ aḎdġ Sāḍīġ (1890)ġ poiḎtsġ toġ chaḎgesġ iḎġ





Māl al-Aytām).52 This development marked the bureaucratization of a responsibility that 
previously had been left in the hands of individual guardians who answered to a variety 
of local judges on an ad hoc basis. Villages and urban quarters were subject to surveys and 
record-keepiḎgġbyġḎewġgoverḎḍeḎtġbodiesġ(ideḎtiiedġbyġtheġḌoaḎ-wordġqumisiyūn), that 
issuedġdeedsġofġowḎershipġ(tapū) whose authority was equivalent to the ḥuǧǧa-s that had 
historically been issued by the sharia courts.53 In the later 19th century, Christians and Jews 
atġtheġcourtġwouḌdġhaveġtheirġstatusġestabḌishedġbyġtheirġideḎtiicatioḎġasġOttoḍaḎġsubjectsġ
orġasġ foreigḎġ subjects.ġTheirġOttoḍaḎġaiḌiatioḎġ soḍetiḍesġwasġcertiiedġbyġ recogḎizedġ
communal authorities.54ġ DocuḍeḎtatioḎġ Ḏowġ distiḎguishedġ betweeḎġ difereḎtġ typesġ ofġ
ChristiaḎs,ġ whetherġ Orthodoxġ orġ CathoḌic,ġ iḎġ coḎtrastġ toġ theġ pre-reforḍġ era’sġ geḎericġ
categorizatioḎġofġNa ārīġ(ǦNazareḎeǧ)ġasġaġcatch-aḌḌġdesigḎatorġforġChristiaḎs.55 Consular 
dragoḍaḎsġaḎdġforeigḎġsubjectsġ—ġiḎdigeḎousġtoġtheġcityġaḎdġregioḎġorġḎotġ—ġwereġḎowġ
ideḎtiiedġasġsuchġasġtheyġbought,ġsoḌdġaḎdġcoḍpḌetedġtraḎsactioḎs.56 Likewise, the later 19th 
century court records indicate that administration of the city’s major waqf-s had become 
bureaucratized or centralized in ways not seen previously, in the person of Damascus’s 
Directorġ ofġ EḎdowḍeḎtsġ (Mudīr al-Awqāf bi-Dima qġ [or:ġ Mudīr Awqāf al- ām]).57 Moreover, 
sociaḌġchaḎgeġisġaḌsoġiḎġevideḎce:ġurbaḎġdeedsġfroḍġtheġreforḍġperiodġdocuḍeḎtġtheġriseġofġ
commercial families like the Mardam Beys, who leveraged their newly won control of the 
LāḌāġMu ṭafāġPashaġwaqf58 into a prominent role in the city’s business and manufacturing.59
So Damascus in the 19th century was not a “traditional society” in the sense of a largely 
unchanging or static formation inherited from the Middle Ages. Rather, Damascus in the 

















58. Schilcher 1985, p. 213.
59.ġLCRġDaḍascusġvoḌ.ġ597,ġp.ġ113–114,ġdoc.ġ90,ġ11ġRa abġ1286/17ġOctoberġ1869;ġp.ġ141–143,ġdoc.ġ113,ġ17ġ awwāḌġ
1286ġ/20ġJaḎuaryġ1870;ġp.ġ147–148,ġdoc.ġ117,ġ9ġ awwāḌġ1286/12ġJaḎuaryġ1870;ġp.ġ165–166,ġdoc.ġ133,ġ16ġ aʿbāḎġ1286/21ġ
Noveḍberġ 1869;ġ p.ġ202–203,ġ doc.ġ164,ġ 15ġ Raḍa āḎġ 1286/19ġ Deceḍberġ 1869;ġ p.ġ203,ġ doc.ġ165,ġ 17ġ aʿbāḎġ 1286/22ġ
Noveḍberġ 1869;ġ p.ġ204–205,ġ doc.ġ166,ġ 8ġ Raḍa āḎġ 1286/12ġ Deceḍberġ 1869;ġ p.ġ186–188,ġ doc.ġ151,ġ 11ġ ūġ aḌ-Qaʿdaġ
1286/12ġFebruaryġ1870.
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during the 1720s–1820s era that had been dominated by regional power brokers known as 
aʿyān. The Ottoman centuries preceding the 18th and 19th had seen their share of changes 
aḎdġtraḎsforḍatioḎsġḌiḎkedġtoġwar,ġtoġḎewġadḍiḎistrativeġorġiscaḌġpractices,ġorġtoġtrade.ġ
So while one may discard the epithet “traditional” as not particularly useful, apprising 
the pre-reform situat ion of 1820s Damascus does aid in understanding and analyzing 




the modernizing Ottoman state.60 Yet even in this dynamic era, novel forms of building 
aḎdġ preseḎtatioḎġ couḌdġ beġ aḎdġ wereġ reiiedġ iḎtoġ aḎġ uḎderstaḎdiḎgġ ofġ ǦtraditioḎaḌ,ǧġ asġ
understandings of the “modern” shifted with mercurial alacrity. In the present-day 
nostalgia of the early 21st century, people look backward to the transformative last decades 
ofġtheġEḍpireġ(1880s–1914)ġaḎdġḍeḍoriaḌizeġtheḍġasġOḌdġDaḍascus.61 
ButġwhateverġhadġbeeḎġǦOttoḍaḎǧġaboutġDaḍascusġiḎġtheġ1820sġwasġquiteġdifereḎtġ
from what “Ottoman” had come to mean by the eve of the First World War. At the end 
of the 1820s, “Ottoman” represented a way of viewing society and authority through 
iḎterḍediaryġstructuresġ(faḍiḌy,ġstatus,ġquarter,ġguiḌd,ġreḌigiousġcoḎfessioḎ)ġtiedġtoġḍiḌitaryġ
elites, at the head of which was the provincial governor; and bound to arʿīġḎorḍsġ(withġ
their connotations of justice and legitimacy) associated with local a rāf, ulama, and waqf 
institutions. Ottoman-appointed judges and locally recruited deputy judges served as a 
ḌegitiḍiziḎgġbackstopġtoġtheseġstructures.ġButġbyġ1914,ġǦOttoḍaḎǧġḍeaḎtġaiḌiatioḎġwithġ
a modern state and its bureaucratic institutions, whose personnel consciously sought to 
ḍoḌdġ Ḏorḍativeġ (ḍaḌe)ġ citizeḎsġ iḍbuedġ withġ seḌf-coḎsciousḌyġ ḍoderḎistġ aḎdġ patrioticġ
sentiments. Save perhaps for the symbolism of the sultanate, this later understanding 
would have been unrecognizable to Damascenes of the 1820s.
60. weBer 2004, I, p. 51–56.
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